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MICHEL RIGO
AND
BONAPARTE'S EGYPTIAN
CAMPAIGN (1798-1801)
Pottf aits of the Divan in Cairo
Darius Spieth
n the early years of the nineteenth century numerous
examples of history paintings celebrating the events of
Napoleon Bonaparte's Egyptian campaign (1798—1801)
spellbound the audience of the Parisian Salon. Perhaps
the most intriguing example of this genre remains Antoine-Jean Gros's
Bonaparte among the Plague-Stricken atJaffa [Figure 1], first shown in the
Salon of1804.* But for every work of this caliber on display, there were
scores of other compositions by rank-and-file painters serving Napo
leon's art administration, who turned out visual records cotnmemorating such military episodes as the Battle of the Pyramids [Figure 2] or
Bonaparte Pardoning the Rebels in Cairo [Figure 3].
Almost all pictures executed in this genre share one common
denominator; they were the products of French academic artists with
/"P^

'All translations by author, unless noted otherwise. I would like to thank in particular M.Alain
Pougetoux, conservator of the Musienationaldes chateaux deMabnaisonetBois-Preau, for granting
me access to the archives of Malmaison and for discussion Rigo's sheikh portraits with me
during two research trips inJune 2004 and June 2005. Darcy Grimaldo Grigsby, Extremeties:
PdntingEmpirein Posf-RevolutionatyFrance (London:Yale UniversityPress, 2002), 65-163; Todd
Porterfield, The Allure of Empire: Art in the Service of French Imperialism, 1798—1836 (Princeton:
Princeton Unhrersity Press, 1998), 43-79.
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studios in or around Paris, who had never seen the Orient with their
own eyes, let alone participated in Napoleon's Egyptian campaign.
Although there was no shortage of draftsmen and printmakers to
accompany the expedition, painters remained in short supply. The
most prominent renegade was Jacques-Louis David, the foremost artist
of the Empire, who had poignantly declined Napoleon's invitation to
join the expedition.^ There was one painter, however, who was the
exception to the rule. Michel Rigo was an Italian artist born in Genoa
in 1772, who suddenly surfaced in the Parisian art scene in the
aftermath of the Egyptian campaign.^ He owed his ephemeral success
after 1801 to the circumstance that he was the only painter who could
provide genuine sUces of life from the campaign in Egypt, which had
been enshrouded in public controversies prior to Napoleon's coup
d'etat of 1799."* Next to nothing is known about Rigo before he
decided to go to Egypt. Presumably, he was trained by local artists
from his native city, and volunteered to join Napoleon's amee de
I'Orient, parts of which embarked from Genoa.® The works that
emerged from this sojourn are notably different from those of the
Parisian armchair-travelers painting for the official Salon. Rigo's most
important artistic contributions consist of a series of six portraits of
sheikhs servingin Napoleon's native puppet government, the so-called
divan, and scenes of native revolt against the foreign occupiers. The
series of Arab chieftains was personally commissioned by Napoleon to
decorate his headquarters housed in the palace of a fugitive Mameluke
warrior by the name of Elfy-hey.® At least initiaUy, Bonaparte envi
sioned the series as an extensive artistic study of racial types and native

^ Pierre Lelievte, Vivant Dinon, hommt dts Ljtmierts, 'mimstre des arts' de NefoKon (Paris: Picard,
1993), 99-100.
^ On Michel Rigo see Ulrich Thieme and FelixUexixt,Allgemeimsljexikon derbildenden 'Kunstler
von derAndkebis sgn-G^enaart, HI vols. (Leipz^ E. A. Seetnann, 1907-1950), 28:355; Bernard
Chevallier,"Cheikhs d'Egypte,"jRMR94 (October/ November2001):114-28; Ibrahim Amin
Ghali, "L'expedition d'6gyptevue par les auteursegyptiens," SomcmrldsfoUotuen 291 (fanuary
1977): 2-11; Charles-Otto Zieseniss, "Un orientaliste bien oublie: Michel Rigo," Souvenir
'Nt^oleonien 291 (January 1977):18-20; Alain Pougetoux, Lacolleetion depeintures de llmpiratrice
Josephine (Paris: Reunion des Musees nationaux, 2003), 38-51 and 129-30, na 201A-^.
* Clement de La Jonquiete, UExpedition d'^.pypte 1798-1801, 5 vols. (Paris: Henri CharlesLavauzelle, 1899-1907),1:8-9.
' Lajonquiere, UExplStion d'Apypte,1:250.
' Yves Ldssus, U^pypte, une aveuture savante(Paris: Payard, 1998), 148-49.
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costvimes7 After the French evacuation of Egyptin 1801, the paintings
where brought back to France, where they remained in Napoleon's
private possession until his divorce from Josephine, who gained
control over the portraits as part of the settlement. Until the present
day, the works remain an integral part of the interior decoration of
Malmaison, Napoleon's (and later Josephine's) private residence just
outside of Paris, where they initially hung in the billiard room.®
For most of the time during his sojourn in Egypt, however, Rigo
seems to have been busy constructing and painting stage designs for
theater plays and props for public celebrations. In this function he
conceived the decor for the commemorative festivities of the founda
tion of the French Republic, consisting of an obelisk surrounded by
columns and a triumphal arch.' The structures erected for this FSte de
la VJpublique in Cairo on September 22,1798 (Vendemiare 1, year VII)
provided ample opportunities for cultural misunderstandings, as
natives interpreted the tree of liberty as an impaling pole and a symbol
of their subjugation. Prior to being demolished, the base of these props
gained infamy as a hiding place for French soldiers receiving the
services of native prostitutes.
After Rigo's return to Europe, he was asked to produce several
sets of copies of the sheikh portraits, which were particularly in
demand among veterans of the campaign.'" Although Napoleon's chief
arts administrator and director of the Louvre,Vivant Denon, objected
to the portraits of the sheikhs on aesthetic grounds, he helped make
arrangements for the commissions to be channeled to Rigo." Denon
was to some extent justified in criticizing Rigo, since the later copies
are indeed of inferior quality to the Malmaison "originals" imported
from Egypt, as can be observed from inspecting the series in the
museum of the Chateau de Versailles, for example. Another compre-

' Napoleon, Comspondance deNt^oUon ler, 32 vols. (Paris: Henri Plon, 1858-1870), 4:500-1,.
na 3305.
'Chevallier, "Cheikhs," 116-19.
' Laissus, L'Agfpte, 129-30.
Information on the whereabouts of these copies was provided by M. Alain Pougetoux,
conservateur du Patrimoine au Musee national des chateaux de Malmaison et Bois-Preau. See
also Chevallier, "Cheikhs,"119.
" Vivant Denon, Vivant Denon, direeteur des musies sons k Consulat et I'Empire: Comspondanct
(1S02-1815), 2 vols. (Paris: Reunion des Mus^s nationaux, 1999), 1:463-64, na 1264;
2:959-60, na 2777; 2:966, na 2979; 2:968-69, nos. 2806-07; 2:973, na 2818.
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hensive set of copies is preserved at the Hotel de Beauharnais, which
today serves as the German embassy in Paris. More examples of such
belated and derivative works, along with the original preparatory
drawings of the portraits, are scattered throughout private collections
in France and Belgium.
In order to understand the iconography and cultural importance
of this portrait series, it may be helpful to recall the historical circum
stances that led to Bonaparte's invasion of Egypt." The Egyptian
campaign was perhaps the most captivating undertaking in Bonaparte's
military career and a key moment in the development of French
colonialism. Ordered by the Directory government in Paris as an
alternative to an invasion of Great Britain, it not only cemented the
Napoleonic myth but also marked the end of France's Revolutionary
era with Bonaparte's ascent to political power. Since Egypt was only
formally under the control of the Ottoman Empire, but de facto ruled
by marauding bands of Mameluke warriors, a French conquest seemed
an easy but efficient measure to cut off Britain from her profitable
Indian colonies. Despite its disastrous military outcome for the
Western occupiers, the Egyptian campaign proved to be an enor
mously influential catalyst for nineteenth-century French culture. Its
difficult political legacy, however, was determined by accounts of
French plague deaths, the poisoning of sick soldiers on Bonaparte's
personal order, and the unexpected ferocity of native resistance against

The scope of literature on the Egyptian campaign b monumental. A fairly complete
bibliography of printed pdmary sources has been publbhed by Phihppe de Meulenae^
hibBogrt^hit rmsonnh its temoignags omlmmimprimis de I'expidition d'Egypie (1798-1801) (Parb:
F. et R. Chamonal, 1993). Another extensive bibliography that also includes the most
important archival and secondary sources pertaining to the campaign can be found as an
appendix to Yves Labsus's Ui.gypU, 555-84. The most detailed mihtary hbtory of the
campaign remains Clement de La Jonqui&e's five-volume publication of primary sources
compiled under the tide UEsepldition d'&g/pte. Unfortunately, hb account stops with
Bonaparte's departure from Egypt in August 1799. To supplement La Jonquiere for the
period between August 1799 and October1801, Antoine Galland's Tabkau de lEgypte, pendant
ie sljonr de I'armlt jmnpdse, 2 vols. (Parb: Galland, 1804) can be consulted. A member of the
Commission des Sciences et desArts, Galland participated in the expedition as editor and printer
of the official proclamations and newspapers released by the Armle de lOrient and the Institnt
dT&gipte. Among the more recent literature on the campaign, Henry Laurens's UExpedition
dEgypte, 1798-1801 (Parb; Armand Colin, 1989) and Jean Thiry, BoncsparteenAgypte, dicembre
1797-cuSt 1799 (Parb: Berger-Levrault, 1973) remain the standard references.
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the colonizers." These "image problems" were compounded by
Bonaparte's secretly abandoning his troops under the cover of
darkness with a small coterie of faithful, only to overthrow the
Directory government in a matter of weeks after his return in 1799 to
Paris. He successfully mesmerized the French public into a collective
ecstasy for all things Egyptian, which cast a veil of oblivion over the
loss of his navy under the fire of Lord Nelson's British fleet in the sea
battle of Aboukir and the subsequent isolation of his invasion force
consisting of military personnel, scientists, and suppliers. Roughly one
third of the 32,200 men and women who set sail for Egypt together
with Bonaparte in 1798 would never return alive to Europe."
The Egyptian campaign was planned from the beginning as both
a military and an intellectual conquest. Prior to his departure in 1798,
Bonaparte had recruited some of France's most able military com
manders, artisans, artists, and scientists to accompany his army to
North Africa. The scholars and scientists enlisted for this purposewere
grouped together after the initially successful conquest of the country
in the newly established Institut d'&gypte in Cairo, founded in August
1798 to promote "1st, The progress and dissemination of the Enlight
enment {lumieres) in Egypt; 2nd, Research, study, and publication of
natural, industrial, and historical facts about Egypt; 3rd, Assistance with
advice on different questions for which the Institut shall be consulted

" For an extensive account on the outbreak of the plague, as well as its treatment and its
impact on the aborted campaign into Syria, see Rene Dufriche Desgenettes, Histoire mldicale
de I'amit d'Orunt par ie mldtdn tn thej R. Desgfuettes, 2 vols. (Paris: GrouUebois, 1802).
Bonaparte's chief medical officer, Desgenettes had poignandy refused to administer the
poison to the plague-stricken soldiers, a charge that fell to a pharmacist named Royer. See
Grigsby, Extremties,89-96, for a discussion of native resistance and especially the poisoning
of soldiers by Napoleon's order (notes 96-98 provide an extensive survey of primary sources
detailing the accusation of poisoning.
^ For the manpower of the invasion force, see Villebois-Mareuil, "Le centennaire de
I'Expedition de mgypte: Comment se preparait une campagne coloniale en 1798," he
Correspondant 192, no. 860 0uly 25,1898): 228. Others have placed the total invasion force
somewhat higher, at between 35,000 and 36,000. Meulenaere, hibUogrtphte, 249, 253.
Desgenettes counted a total of 8,915 deaths as of September 1800. About halfof the deceased
had been killed in action or died from injuries sustained in batde (4,468); the other half
succumbed to diseases and accidents (4,447). Desgenettes, Histoire, 1:177-78.,There are no
statistics available for the last year of the French occupation, but it is reasonable to assume
that more than 10,000 members of the expedition force died over the three-year period of
the campaign.
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by the government"*^ Despite Rigo's nonexistent prior academic
credentbJs, he was admitted as a founding member of the arts and
letters section of the /«j/r/»^on August 22,1798, an appointment which
certainly helped improve his artistic record after his return to Europe."
Rigo's role within the expedition force was unique for several
reasons. The only painter to face the challenges of the military
adventure, he became, as events unfolded, the first Western portraitist
to work in Egypt. Before long this mission would bring the artist in
conflict with Egypt's iconophobic traditions and turn painting into a
pivot point for culture clashes. A short notice that appeared onJanuary
22,1799 (Pluviose 3, year VII) in the Courtier de l%gfpte, a newspaper
published in Cairo by the French army, contains a revelatory account
of Rigo's artistic endeavors in the new environment:
A while ago a caravan from Nubia arrived in Cairo, which
habitually carries, other than the slaves for commercial
dealings, ostrich feathers, ivory tusks, tamarind, and gold
powder; The citizen Rigo resolved to paint its chieftain,
whose Nubian character was strongly imprinted on his
appearance. He used all possible means to lure him to his
studio, and finally succeeded in doing so. Initially, the
Nubian seemed much content with his pencil drawing; he
pointed out with his finger those parts of the design that
corresponded to his face, while crying out: "Tayeb!"
["Good!"] But when the painter proceeded to put color to
the drawing, the sitter hardly looked at it before stepping
back repulsed, emitting terrible screams. It was impossible to
calm him down, and he ran away head over heels, telling
everywhere that he came from a house where they had taken
away his head and half of his body. A female slave from the
same region, who belonged to a Frenchman, was made by
her master to have her portrait painted. As the artist com
pleted the head, the shoulders, etc., she asked him, incensed:
"Why do you take away my head? Why do you remove my
shoulders?" These people are convinced that any part of the

" Napoleon, Correspondanct, 4:383, na 3083.
" Laissus, Uig/pU, 526; Meulenaere, BMogrtphie,238.
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body represented on canvas will dry out. Those who had
been to the studio of the citizen Rigo spread the rumor that
they had seen cut-off heads and body parts at a Frenchman's
place. These things helped to promote the impression among
the Egyptians that the members of the Institut were Bona
parte's sorcerers."
By selecting his sitters according to their racial characteristics, Rigo
appears to have been primarily concerned with documenting the ethnic
types in a population composed of Arabs, Copts, Jews, and Mame
lukes, among others. As trophies of colonial conquest these portraits
were intended to serve as both scientific evidence and historical
records, since we have similar studies of racial types reproduced in
etchings from Vivant Denon's V(^age dansla Basse et la Haute Hgypte that
catalogue and explainEgypt's ethnographic diversity [Figure 4]. Given
Rigo's difficulties with his native sitters, he never appears to have
completed the portrait of the Nubian chieftain or the female slave.
Different in purpose and intent, the extant portrait series of sheikhs
assembled in the divan raises another type of culturally determined
problem, one which became obscured only after the pictures were
exported to Europe.
The divan was more than just Napoleon's native puppet govern
ment, because its members, selected for their influence and respect in
the population, served an important role as mediators between
colonizers and colonized. In this function, they contributed to the
stabilizing of Napoleon's power after the initial victories of the French

" Courier [sic] de F6g)/pte 25 (Pluviose 3, year VII—January 22,1799): 3-4, reprinted in The
Journals of Bom^arte in
1798-1801, SalaSa al-Din al-Bustani, ed., 10 vols. (Cairo: Al-Arab
Bookstore, 1971); volume four contains the reprint of the Courier.Slighdy altered versions of
this article can be found in Galland, Tableau, 1:120-21, and Antoine Claire Thibaudeau,
Histoire gtnerak deNapoleouBonc^arte, de savieprivle etpub&que, de sa carrierepolitique etmilitaire, de
sou administration et de son gouvemement, 6 vols. (Paris and Stuttgart Ponthieu and J. G. Cotta,
1827-1828), 5:105. For a detailed description of the arrival of the same caravan from Nubia,
see Vivant Denon's Voyagf dans la Basse etlaliaute^.gypte, 2 vols. (Paris: Didot, 1802), 1:103-4.
In contrast to Galland, Denon described the head of the caravan as a Nubian prince, "who
was lively, gay, impetuous, and clever, all of which were shewn in his physiognomy: his color
was deeper than bronze, his eyes very fine and well set, his nose somewhat turned up and
small, his mouth very wide, but not flat, and his legs, like those of all Africans, bowed and
lank." Cited after Vivant Denon, Travelsin Upper andhon/erEgypt, 2 vols., Arthur Aikin, trans.
(London: T. N. Longman and Richard Phillips, 1803), 1:264.
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over the migrant Mameluke warriors. The divan was created hy
Napoleonic fiat on July 25,1798.'® Of the original nine members, four
can be identified in Rigo's portrait series (Figures 5-8)." Napoleon's
order for the divan to convene is explicit in that the sheikhs were to
fulfill an auxiliary function to the French administration. Among their
responsibilities Napoleon listed the organization of the police and
supervision of markets and food supply in the capital, as well as
improvements of the hygienic situation. At least initially, the divan was
also used as an instrument for convincing Egyptians of the superiority
of Western science and technology. For this purpose, the French
organized visits of the divan to the Institut d'Eg)/pte, where the sheikhs
would be shown physical and chemical experiments.^ On another
occasion, the members were invited to marvel over the printing presses
with Arabic type face confiscated from the Vatican that Napoleon's
army had brought to Egypt. The awestruck reaction of the divan was
guaranteed, since no such equipment existed in Egypt prior to the
French invasion. Napoleon also went to great lengths when entertain
ing the sheikhs at his own expense. On one occasion, at least, he even
dressed in a turban and a tunic to please his hosts, hut never repeated
the experimient because it provoked laughter among his staff.^'
A turning point in this amiable relationship with the divan came
with the revolt of Cairo from October 21-22,1798.^ By the time the
French forces had regained control over the capital, dozens of
Westerners and hundreds of Egyptians had died in bloody street batdes
that devastated parts of the city and exposed the Institut to looters.
Although the primary instigators of the revolt were identified as a small
group of Islamic raicals from the Al-Azhar mosque, a minority of
divan members sided with the insurgents. Most of the sheikhs in the

" Napoleon, Correspondance, 4:255, no, 2837. See also Abd-Al-Rahman Al-Jabarti, Merveilles
biographiques ethistoriques, ou chronique du cheikhAhd-il-Rahman elDjaharti, traduite de I'arabe, 9 vols.
(Cairo: Imprimerie nationale, 1888-96), 6:23.
" Founding members of the divan whom Rigo portrayed were Sheiks Aboul-Anouar AlSadate, Abdallah Al-Charkawi, Khalil El-Bakri, and Suleiman El-Fayoumi.
^ Laissus, L'^gjpu, 193-236.
Louis-Antoine Fauvelet de Bourrienne, Memoires de Bourriettne, mimstre d'etat, sur Napoleon,
le Directoire, le Comulat, I'Empire, la Kestauration, ed. Desire Lacroix, new ed., 5 vols. (Paris:
Gamier Freres, 1899-1900),1:308-9; Lajonquiete, L'Expedition, 3:16, note 3.
" Laurens, L'Expidition, 148-51; Thiry, Bonaparte, 241-57.
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Figure 1: Antoine-Jean Gros, Bonaparte among the Plague-Stricken at Jaffa,
1804. Oil on canvas, 532.0 x 720.0 cm. Paris, Musee du Louvre.
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Figure 2: Louis-Fran9ois Lejeune, The BaUje of the J^ramids,
Juff 21, 1798,1806. Oil on canvas, 180.0 x 258.0 cm.
Versailles, Chateaux de Versailles et de Trianon.
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Figure 3: Pierre-Narcisse Guerin, Bonaparte Pardoning the
Pjbels in Cairo, 1808. Oil on canvas, 365.0 x 500.0 cm.
Versailles, Chateaux de Versailles et de Trianon.
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Pans, Bibliotheque Nadonale.
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Figure 5: Michel Rigo, Sheikh Ahdalkh Al-Charkam,c. 1798/99.
Oil on canvas, 80.0 x 66.0 cm.
Rueil-Malmaison, Chateau de Malmaison et Bois-Preau.
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Figure 6: Michel Rigo, Sheikh Aboul-Anouar AlSadate, c.1798/99.
Oil on canvas, 80.0 x 66.0 cm.
Rueil-Mahnaison, Chateau de Malmaison et Bois-Preau.
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Figure 7: Michel Rigo, Sheikh KhahlEl-Bakri, c.1798/99.
Oil on canvas, 80.0 x 66.0 cm.
Rueil-Malmaison, Chateau de Malmaison et Bois-Preau.
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igure 8: Michel Rigo, Sheikh Suleiman E/-Fayoumi, c.1798/99.
T>
canvas, 80.0 x 66.0 cm.
Rueil-Malmaison, Chateau de Malmaison et Bois-Preau.
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Figure 9: Mchel Rigo, Sheikh Mohammed El-Mahdi, c.1798/99.
Oil on canvas, 80.0 x 66.0 cm.
Rueil-Malmaison, Chateau de Malmaison et Bois-Preau.
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Figure 10; Michel Rigo, Sheikh Guerguess El-Gohari, c.1798/99.
Oil on canvas, 80.0 x 66.0 cm.
Rucil-Malmaison, Chateau de Malmaison et Bois-Preau.
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divan, however, had tried to mediate between the rioters and the
French army, a task which estranged them from both parties. Accord
ing to Bonaparte, some sheikhs were even sent to "the barricades in
the quarter of the [Al-Azhar] mosque; the mutineers refused to receive
them and fired at them with rifles."^ While the insurgents regarded the
sheikhs as traitors, Naoleon and his army felt that the divan could no
longer be trusted. The French were disconcerted in particular by the
discovery that many leaders of the revolt came from the same families
and social background as Rigo's sitters. Apparendy, the discontent of
those sheikhs and ulemas (Islamic scholars) excluded from Bonaparte's
governing body (and the monetary rewards associated with it) had
helped spark the uprising.^
After the end of the revolt, the divan was initially dissolved and
later reorganized. Henceforth, there would be a "small divan" and a
"large divan."^' The small divan comprised fourteen members who met
daily to conduct government business. The large divan, counting sixty
members, was only convened in exceptional circumstances and to
select the members of the small divan. When, after Napoleon's stealthy
escape to France in 1799, General Jacques Kleber became Egypt's new
commander-in-chief, he again abolished both divans.^ On June 14,
1800, Kleber was assassinated by religious fanatics, and succeeded
shortly thereafter by the pro-Islamic General Abdallah Jacques de
Menou. Menou,a French convert to Islam, reversed the decision of his
predecessor and reinstituted the divan, but was forced to evacuate the
country only a few months after this decision.^^ At any given moment,
therefore, the record of the divan's role in the political life of Egypt
under French occupation remained mixed.
Rigo's portrait series was limited to sitters from the original ninemember divan and the later small divan. Even if Bonaparte had not
commissioned Rigo to paint the portraits, it is easy to see why the artist
" Courrier dt ["AgypU 14 (Brumaire 10, year VII—October 31,1798): 4.
" Courrierde l'6g^U 15 (Brumaire 20, year VII—^November 10,1798): 3. The author of this
article noted that:"La plupart des Cheikhs se sont engages dans la revolte par haine pour ceux
de leurs confreres que le general a promu aux employs publics." On jealousy among the
sheikhs as a motive for the revolt, see also Courtier de f^gypte 18 (Frimaire 7, year
VII—November 27,1798): 2-3.
" Courtier de I'&gfpte 23 (Nivose 9, year VII—December 29,1798): 2-4.
^ Laissus, L'^gypte, 363-64.
" Al-Jabarti, MerveiUes, 6:259-60.
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would have been attracted to the subject. The official Courrier de
I'l&gypte, for instance, commented as follows on the sensation of
exoticism and visual gratification a reunion of the divan afforded a
Western observer like Rigo: "The beauty of Muslim costumes, the
gravity of the persons, the numerous domestics in their company, aU
contribute to bestow a great sense majesty on the reunion."^ The
president of the assembly was one Sheikh AbdaUah Al-Charkawi
[Figure 5], dean of the university attached to the Al-Azhar mosque at
the moment of the French invasion.® Al-Charkawi would serve in this
position continuously during the French occupation. His hallmark was
an outsized turban, which inspired an often-cited proverbial expression
used by Cairoites, "large as the turban of a sheikh." Napoleon went out
of his way to secure Al-Charkawi's support by flavoring his discomse
with citations from the Quran. The sheikh, on the other hand, pursued
a political agenda of his own, as he was determined not to allow a
simple substitution of French colonialism forTurkish dominance. This
nationalist position was expressed in a revealing gesture of outraged
pride, triggered when Bonaparte, as a reward during a ceremony, tried
to put a tricolor scarf on Al-Charkawi. The sheikh rejected the scarf,
turned red, and at once announced his resignation from the divan.
Although he did not honor his promise, the event caused significant
confusion. Furthermore, Al-Charkawi made it known through an
interpreter that to accept the scarf would have meant "disrespect
before God and his fellow Muslims."'® Undoubtedly, Al-Charkawi was
informed about the antireligious motivation behind the French
Revolution and therefore rejected the scarf for what he righdy
recognized as its outward symbolism. The gesture had wider ramifica
tions, since Napoleon and his army wanted to force Egyptians to wear
the French Revolutionary cocarde in public. Significantly, Al-Charkawi
and other members of the divan had been enlisted by Bonaparte to
convince the population to adopt the Revolutionary insignia."
Nevertheless, the Napoleonic order was widely ignored until after the
revolt of Cairo, when inhabitants wore the cocarde for fear of being

" Cemier de r&gf/pu 11 (Vendemaire 20, year VII—October 11,1798): 3.
" Amin Ghali, "L'Expedition," 3-5; Laurens, UExpidithn, 144-45.
Al-Jabarti, MemilUs,6:36.
'* Counterder&g^te 6 (2nd Jour Complementaire, year VI—September 18,1798): 3.
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classified and punished with the insurgents.'^ The French administra
tion, on the other hand, observed with unease how a symbol that stood
for liberty was suddenly transformed into one of oppression. While AlCharkawi tried to keep his distance in political matters, he supported
French measures to improve the civil infrastructure of Cairo. In
particular, he approved of the French reorganization of the hospital in
Cairo and the introduction of Western medical sciences to Egypt."
With Bonaparte's departure, Al-Charkawi's influence also declined.
General Kleber, less fond of the divan than Napoleon, considered AlCharkawi an outright suspect and stripped him of all official positions.
Another founding member of Napoleon's divan was Sheikh
Aboul-Anouar Al-Sadate [Figure 6]Unlike Al-Charkawi, Al-Sadate
came from Cairo's moneyed classes and claimed to trace his ancestry
directly to the prophet Mohammed. He was also much more critical of
the French presence than Al-Charkawi. In Rigo's portrait, Al-Sadate
appears with a black and red turban, and a rose tunic with a wide
woolen ruff. Like Al-Charkawi, Al-Sadate was among the oldest
members of the divan, a circumstance that worked to his advantage in
the aftermath of the revolt of Cairo. Napoleon had alienated the
dignitary early during the campaign when, at a dinner in the sheikh's
house, he asked Al-Sadate how it came to be that the Arabs, who had
cultivated sciences during the rule of the caliphs, were now in such a
profound state of ignorance that they had even lost the knowledge of
their ancestors. Al-Sadate, his feelings hurt, responded that there
remained the Quran, and that this book contained all knowledge.
Napoleon retaliated by asking whether the Quran taught him how to
cast cannons, to which insult Al-Sadate answered with a simple
"Yes."" When the revolt of Cairo erupted, Al-Sadate sided with the
insurgents of the Al-Azhar mosque. Surprisingly, however, Bonaparte
decided to let the insubordination go unpunished. To Kleber he
justified this decision as follows:
These people are too different from us and our habits. They
need leaders. For myself, I prefer leaders of this type [like AlLaissus,
151.
" Courritr de
19 (Frimaire 14, year VII—^December 4,1798): 4.
^ Amin Ghali,"L'Expedition," 5.
^ Galland, Tabkau,1:96-99.
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Sadate], who can neither mount a horse nor handle a saber,
over [the belligerent Mameluke leaders] Murad-bey and
Osman-bey. The death of this powerless old man holds no
advantage and could have more negative consequences for
us than you can imagine.^'

Indeed, while six co-conspirators of Al-Sadate were publicly beheaded,
he himself was absolved of his wrongdoings by obligingly signing a call
issued by the divan for submission to French rule and the re-establish
ment of law and order." Undoubtedly, what saved him was the loss of
face Napoleon would have suffered if he had conceded that there were
traitors even in "his" divan. Like Al-Charkawi, Al-Sadate became a
persona non grata under Kleber's rule. When another, minor revolt broke
out in Cairo between March 20 and April 21, 1800, Kleber took no
chances and had the sheikh incarcerated in the citadel. The French
general also alleged that the wealthy Al-Sadate still owed taxes for his
property valued at 535,000 lims, and had the descendent of the
prophet beaten on the soles of his feet to make him pay his debt.^® The
treatment Al-Sadate received from Kleber's hands may have provided
one of the motives for the general's assassination a few days later.
Compared to Al-Sadate, Sheikh Khalil El-Bakri proved to be a
much more reliable ally of the French administration [Figure 7]ElBakri had a more relaxed attitude towards religion and was more
interested in worldly pleasures than the other sheikhs. He publicly
drank alcohol, and, tellingly, Rigo chose to depict him while smoking
a pipe. The red cloak and black turban bestow a strikingly sumptuous
quality on the El-Bakri portrait. Like Al-Sadate, El-Bakri came from
one of the oldest families of Cairo, but he had fallen into disgrace with
the influential Sufi brotherhood of the Bakrijya that he once headed.
After the French invasion, he saw an opportunity to exact revenge by
associating himself with the Western occupiers. El-Bakri had been a

" Napoleon, Guerre d'Orient Cemtpa^nes d'&iypte et de Sjrie 1798-1799. Mimoires pour server d
Fhistoire de Nt^oUoti, deeds par bn-meme i Smnte-Hidne, etpublils par k glnenU Bertrand, 2 vols.
(Paris: Comptoit des Imprimeurs-Unis, 1847), 1:257.
" Courtier de ri.g)pte 14 (Bnimake 10, year VII—October 21, 1798); 1-2, and Courtier de
r6gjpte 15 (Brumaire 20, year VII—^November 10,1798): 3-4.
» Al-Jabarti, MetveilUs, 6:208-9,220,255,283,7:29; Laissus, Ltgjpte, 345.
" Amin Gh^ "L'Expedition," 5; Laurens, L'Eipidiliou, 146.
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member of the divan since its foundation and was appreciated by the
French scholarly community for his interest in science and technologi
cal progress. Nevertheless, French attempts to engage his intellectual
curiosity were often met with superstition or defeated by cultural
misunderstandings. When on July 29,1799, the French savantsfrom the
Institut received the divan, the chemist Jean-Louis BerthoUet showed
El-Bakri a number of scientific experiments, including demonstrations
that involved the discharge of static electricity and various mixtures of
colored liquids. After the lecture, El-Bakri remarked to BerthoUet: "AU
of this is very nice, but can you make me present both here and in
Morocco at the same time?" BerthoUet's reaction of shrugging his
shoulders encouraged the sheikh to conclude: "There we go! He is not
entirely a sorcerer after aU!'""' On another occasion the Courtier de
I'Egjipte reported on El-Bakri's visit to the national printing presses in
Cairo in 1801:
Sheikh El-Bakri, who had not yet seen the imprimerie nationale,
came here some days ago to visit this estabUshment. After
having satisfied his curiosity like the others before him, he
demanded, upon seeing the diverse workshops, some more
details and explanations about the art of printing. Among
other questions, he wanted to know whether there were
many print workshops in France; whether there existed a
great many in other parts of Europe; in which country they
were most prevalent, etc. When his questions were satisfied,
he inquired about the state of typography in Russia, and was
very much surprised by the answer he received that this state
had only recently begun to police itself and had become
civilized only at the moment that printing presses were
introduced. He then asked what role printing played in the
civilization of a people. He seemed to understand and
appreciate the reasons offered to him, but mainly these two:
First, the facility of multiplying and distributing a large
number of important literary works, which, in manuscript
form, can only be known by a small number of people;
second, the impossibility that all printed copies could get lost
Bourrienne, Mivtoires, 1:315-16.
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or eliminated entirely by whatever sort of event, which can
happen even to the best of manuscripts. He then pointed out
that there are many good books in Arabic whose publication
would be greatly useful in this country, where their contents
remained inaccessible to a great number of people, and he
hoped that these books could be distributed by the presses.
In patting, he concluded that all the sciences come from
God, and that, if it is God's wish, there is nothing that
humans can undertake at which they wiU not succeed."*'

With El-Bakri, so it seemed, the French could still hope to attain their
goal of bringing the Enlightenment to Egypt. The sheikh's flexible
morals certainly proved to be no obstacle in these endeavors. When ElBakri fell in love with a beautiful fifteen-year-old Mameluke boy and
clashed over owning the slave with the aga (military leader) of the
Turkish janissaries, the French stepped in to settle the dispute for
him."*^ He later reciprocated when Bonaparte needed to sell the
catastrophic Syrian campaign as a triumph by publicly congratulating
the general for his victories.*^ He then presented Napoleon with
another Mameluke slave from his household named Roustam and a
magnificently decked out, thoroughbred Arab stallion. Roustam
subsequently accompanied Napoleon to Europe, where he would serve
the future emperor as an always reliable bodyguard.*"* As for El-Bakri,
his all-too-willing collaboration with the French made him an easy
scapegoat during the second revolt of Cairo under Kleber. Following
the sack of his house, he was chased through the streets by a Berber
mob hurlii^ insults. When the uprising was finally quelled, the sheikh
and his family had barely managed to escape with their lives.*^
Very little is known about Sheikh Suleiman El-Fayoumi [Figure
8], the fourth sitter of Rigo's portrait series.*** By all accounts, ElCourritrde li^te102 (Pluviose 24, year IX—^Febmary 13,1801): 4.
Pietie Matun, Histoin de l'exp(£titinfraafmse en i.gypte,2 vols. (Paris:J. M. Eberhardt, 1815),
1:336.
•" Laissus, L.'&gypte,249.
** See Roustam's memoirs,Roustam Raza,Somenin de 'RitHstam, mamelock fsie] deNe^o/eonI., ed.
Paul Cottin, 2nd ed. (Paris: P. OUendotf, 1911).
Al-Jabarti, MerveiUa, 6:180-81,206-7; Histoiretdent^ique ttmiHUttft de I'expeditioKfraufmse en
i-ffpu,10 vols. (Paris: A. J. Denatn,1832-36), 7:404.
"" Al-Jabarti, MeneiUes, 6:259; Amin Ghali, "LExpedition," 6.
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Fayoumi had a deficient education and left many debts when he died
in 1809. Nevertheless, he figured among the founding members of the
divan, which had assigned him the financial administration of the
Egyptian provinces. Rigo chose to enhance the connotations of
Oriental exoticism in El-Fayoumi's portrait by covering the sheikh's
turban under an embroidered scarf.
Although Rigo's portrait of Sheikh Mohammed El-Mahdi [Figure
9], the secretary of the divan, is certainly the most austere of the set,
the sitter was the only true intellectual in the assembly.'*^ El-Mahdi's
white turban is somewhat reminiscent of the one worn by Al-Charkawi
[Figure 5], although it lacks the gigantic proportions of the president*s
headgear. The green cloak with its large white ruff, along with the stark
frontal pose, conveys a sense of dignity to the sitter that allows him to
appear of equal rank to the regular members of the divan. Neverthe
less, El-Mahdi was exceptional. He came from a Coptic family but had
converted to Islam when he was eleven years old. Subsequendy, his
family had disinherited him, and he lived with his teacher of "Quranic
sciences and syntax." The native chronicler Al-Jabarti described the
sheikh as an ascetic who lived off a morsel of cheese or salted fish per
day and slept wherever he found it convenient."*® All the while, he was
also a very wealthy man whose greatest passion in life was the writing
of Arabic literature. It was these literary abilities above all that qualified
him as the divan's secretary. Prior to H-Mahdi's Arabic editing of the
Napoleonic proclamations, the official French announcements were
often translated incorrectly or remained riddled with grammatical
mistakes and ambiguities. El-Mahdi therefore played an important role
in facilitating communication between the foreign troops and the
native population. It was also he who wrote up the official resolutions
of the divan, which were then printed and distributed by the national
presses in Cairo. Over time,El-Mahdi became friends with the director
of the imprimrie
Jean-Joseph Marcel, who translated his fairy
tales, written in the style of the Arabian Nights, into French. He also
enjoyed frequenting the sessions of the Institut d'6gypte but ultimately
failed to gain the trust of the French: "Sheikh El-Mahdi is an ambitious
man who desires popularity and celebrity, and who would rather

" Amin Ghali, "L'Expedition," 5-6; Laurens, UEs^tdition, 146.
^ Al-Jabarti, Mtntilks,9:155-4.
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sacrifice us French before losing even a tiny part of his good reputa
tion.'"*' In spite of the services El-Mahdi rendered for pro-Napoleonic
propaganda in Egypt, Cairoites never questioned his integrity and he
remained, until his death in 1814, one of the most respected scholars
in the capital.
The only Copt in the divan was Guerguess El-Gohari, whom Rigo
depicted with a red cashmere head scarf and smoking a pipe [Figure
10].» The sitter's physiognomy is oddly distorted in the portrait, but
since his facial asymmetry is repeated in the Versailles copy, this aspect
of the picture was probably deliberate. El-Gohari was the finance
minister in Napoleon's native shadow cabinet. The appointment of a
Copt to this position was no coincidence, since the Christian minority
had traditionally provided the administration of the country with
financial managers and scribes. El-Gohari may in fact have been the
most important member of the divan, since it was he who was in
charge of the collection of taxes and dues that kept the French army
afloat. Supporting Napoleon's cause from the first moment of the
forei^gn troops' rule over Cairo, El-Gohari also remodeled and newly
furnished Elfy-bey's abandoned palace at Bonaparte's request.'^ Not
o y did he arrange the interiors in which Rigo's portraits were later
sp ayed, but he also introduced other Coptic leaders to Bonaparte,
w o soon learned to appreciate their loyalty and reliability. El-Gohari
o viously perceived the Napoleonic occupation as an opportunity to
end the persecutions of the Copts by the Mamelukes.'^ His collabora
tion with Napoleon's administration also brought him considerable
personal wealth, as he rose to become one of the richest and most
influential men in Egypt at the turn of the nincjteenth century. The
historian Al-Jabarti reports that El-Gohari lived in an upscale Cairo

Letter by army administrator Jean-Baptiste Poussielgue to Bonaparte of August 6,1799
(Thermidor 19, year VII), cited in Histoin scieutiftque et mBtain, 6:229; La Jonquiae,
UExp/dition, 5:488, note 1. On Al-Mahdi's visit to the Imtitut, see Laissus, U&g/pte, 255; on
Ws duplicity during the second revolt of Cairo, see Al-Jabarti, Merveilks,6:206-7.
'"Amin Ghali, "L'Expedition," 6-7; Laurens, UExpiJition, 146.
Laissus, L/^gypti,163. On the Copts during the Napoleonic occupation of Egypt, see also
^ston Homsy, Le Giniral Jacob et I'expldition de Boti<g>orte en
1798-1801 (Marseille:
Editions independantes, 1921), 7-13,73-107; Al-Jabarti, Merveilks, 6:216-17.
"Nakoula El-Tutk, Histoire de Pexpidition desfranfoisen i-gypte (Paris: Imprimerie Royale, 1839),
35.
" Napoleon, Corrtspondanct, 4:270, no 2868. See also Homsy, Le GinkalJacob, 40-43,
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neighborhood and liked to dress sumptuously.^'* His political and
economic influence remained unbroken under the government of
Mohammed-Ali, which succeeded the French occupation.
After the identity of the sitters and their often ambiguous
relationship with the French has been established, another urgent set
of questions emerges: What was the original purpose of the commis
sion? How did the portraits fulfill this function in their original
context? How, finally, did this function change when the canvases were
brought to Europe? As mentioned above, the portraits were originally
commissioned for Napoleon's headquarters in the palace formerly
owned by a wealthy Mameluke named Elfy-bey. There is no informa
tion available on where the pictures hung in the palace or how they
were displayed. Nevertheless, it seems a fair assumption that the
portraits would have been housed in those quarters of the palace that
served representational functions, such as receiving visitors. In this
context, the series would have been understood by the French
administration as a gesture of good will towards the Egyptian popula
tion. From a Western point of view, the portraits presented tangible
evidence that natives did have a say in the everyday political affairs of
the country. They conveyed the message that although the French
army and scholars may have guided the development of the country,
they did so with the approval of the most influential local dignitaries.
Rigo's portraits provided a pivotal component of Napoleon's propa
ganda, because they lent kptima^ to the French occupation of North
Africa. They seem to proclaim that the French ruled hand in hand with
the Egyptians and not over the Egyptians, as long as Napoleon
respected the members of the divan enough to commission their
portraits. At the same time, the paintings can also be interpreted as a
message of reconciliation after the revolt of Cairo, when Napoleon first
dissolved the divan, only to ceremoniously announce that he was
giving back the inhabitants of the capital "their divan" as a symbol of
his forgiveness. Napoleon himself would have been the best advocate
for such a reading; "Proclamation of BONAPARTE to the citizens of
Cairo: I was furious about your revolt, and I deprived you of your
divan for two months. But today I will give it back to you. Yoiu: good

"Al-Jabarti,
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behavior has effaced the stain of your revolt."^^ In fact, the fa9ade of
political and moral legitimacy that the divan at least formally provided
was the one component the expedition had lacked from the very
beginning. The need to construct an artificial legitimacy therefore
emerged with ever greater urgency, especially as military control began
to sUde. Rigo could address this critical issue through his art. In reality,
however, it was not the divan who needed Napoleon, but Napoleon
who needed the divan.
Interestingly, such interpretations only reflect what the Westerners
thought the Egyptians should think about the portraits of their sheikhs.
The passage cited above about the native reaction to Rigo's portrait
sessions should have sufficed to alert both Rigo and Napoleon that a
different reading of a Western portrait gallery in an Egyptian context
was not only possible, but quite likely. Since superstitious Cairoites
regarded Institut scholars and painters alike as sorcerers, a gallery with
"cut-off heads of sheikhs was redolent with connotations of forced
submission and the continuation of the arbitrary rule of the Turks and
Mamelukes. In particular, the fact that there are only six portraits
should give reason to pause. The original divan prior to the revolt of
Cairo counted nine members plus a secretary; its successor, the small
divan, comprised fourteen members. What happened to the sheikhs
from the original divan missing in the portrait series? How about the
even greater number of absentees from the small divan? The most
logicsd explanation for the absence of these sitters is that they were
never painted for the same reasons that we do not possess Rigo's
portraits of the Nubian chief or the female slave: the sheikhs simply
would have objected to the portrait sessions on religious grounds or
out of superstitious fears. Those sitters who did agree to have their
portrait taken were presumably also the most open-minded about
Western innovations, an important qualification for appointment and
promotion in Napoleon's puppet government.
The cultural context of Rigo's portrait series again changed dra
matically after the canvases were hung in Napoleon's billiard room at
Malmaison. Suddenly, the icons of political coexistence, reconciliation,
and reform were reduced to the status of exotic travel souvenirs.
British and German visitors to Malmaison of the 1800s noted the
23 (Niose 9, year VII—December 29,1798): 2.
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portraits with interest, but their dee per historical context eluded
them " Before long, the paintings were moved from the billiard room
to a less conspicuous antechamber where they can stiU be found today.
Rigo, meanwhile, had gained access to the Parisian Salon with a series
of paintings with key scenes of the Egyptian campaign. Unfortunately,
no trace remains today of his Clemence de S.M. I'E.mpereur envers le Divan,
en ^g^te or his Clemence de S.M. I'Empereur envers me famille arabe, both
hung in the Salon of 1806. In both cases, however, the tide seems to
suggest that Rigo's iconography dealt with redemption scenes in the
aftermath of the revolt of Cairo. The 1804 Jivret of the Salon at least
provided the following fairly elaborate description of another one of
Rigo's compositions, the Predication fanatique dans I'Orient
A man who came from Derne, deep inside Africa, an
nounced himself to be the angel El-Mahdi, who was sent
from heaven and whose coming had been predicted by
Mohammed. First he retired to a mosque, then eloquent
emissaries spread the word of his arrival. Soon, groups of
dervishes, his agents, appeared and offered him the venera
tion they enjoyed from the population. El-Mahdi announced
the destruction of those French who dwelled at this moment
in Syria. He walked nude and distributed gold. He provided
arms to his followers. Everybody became excited and heated
with fervor. Thousands of Afflcan Arabs and Maghrebians
followed his banner... .The painter [Rigo] represents one of
those sermons, during which the would-be El-Mahdi is
surrounded by his principal chieftains and his most fervent
disciples. The scene takes place at the entry of a mosque,
where one perceives the inhabitants of various regions of
Africa, their costumes, the features that characterize them,
their races, and the arms that they still use."

Pougetoux, La eollee&in, 130,207.
ExpHcation des omnragfs depeinttm, scu^ture, architecture etgramre (Paris, 1804), 70-71, no. 380,
reprinted in Catalopies of the Paris Salon, 1673 to 1881: Paris Salons de 1802, 1804, Horst
Woldemar Janson, ed., 60 vols. (New York: Garland, 1977). The 1804 Ihrret can found in
volume eleven of theJanson reprint.
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One need look no further for explanations as to why Napoleon's arts
administrator Vivant Denon spoke condescendingly of Rigo's work
("strange subjects, treated by a weak artist, which cannot but belong to
an eyewitness"), although he had served with the painter in the same
section of the Institut d'^.gypte while still in Cairo.'* Rigo's Orient is a
place of religious fanaticism, fear, distrust, missed opportumties,
illegitimacy, and ever-present danger. It was not a place for heroism
and military valor that official salon painting promoted. But at least
Rigo knew what he was talking about. The self-proclaimed, rabblerousing El-Mahdi "angel" was as much a disconcertingly real aspect of
the Egyptian campaign as the potential insubordination of the sheikhs
assembled in the divan. What really irritated the arts administration was
that Rigo possessed an unerring instinct for dramatizing the amdetyridden and frequently violent culture clashes between the French and
native Islamists. For instance, the sedition incited by the would-be ElMahdi in the Predication fanatique presented a serious security problem
for the Western occupiers towards the end of the campaign, as Denon
himself knew best:
We learned that Murad-Bey had quit the oasis, that he had
descended, by road of Siut, to the environs of Miniet, had
kept up a correspondence with Lower Egypt, as far as the
north of Africa, and had received an emissary from thence
who had landed at Derne. This emissary was none other than
the angel El-Mahdi, announced and promised in the Koran,
and was recognized by an adgi, who was at the head of two
hundredMaghrebians. Immediately, the standard of the
prophet was unfurled, and prodigies were announced; it was
g^en out that the guns, and even the cannons, of the French
could not hurt those who followed this sacred banner; a
crowd of Arabs joined this first assemblage, who suddenly
appeared in the province of Bahira, and got possession of
Demenhur, whidi was garrisoned only by sixty French. At
tHs first success, the partisans of this new expedition
increased, the Bedouins flocked to it from every side, and the
crowd becameinnumerable, like the whirlwinds that traverse
' Denon, Cttrmpaniam,2:1262, no AN 24.
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the desert, raising in their march pillars of sand and dust that
seem to threaten heaven and earth, but as soon as their base
is struck by any object they stop, waver, and presently are
lost in the space of the desert. So it was with our enemies; a
detachment was sent against them, Demenhur was retaken;
fifteen hundred of the revolters were killed, and the rest
dispersed; the angel El-Mahdi himself was wounded and
escaped with difficulty, the illusion ceased, and both the
phantom and the army disappeared.''
Rigo's compositions defied the conventions of Napoleonic propaganda
painting that dominated the artistic production of the Empire. Instead,
they were works based on the artist's personal experiences and
observations. What defused their potentially dangerous iconographic
content was that few spectators in France cared to remember the
historical details of the campaign from which the works derived their
original tension. An exception, of course, were veterans of the
campaign, for whom Rigo's compositions provided a pretext to indulge
in nostalgic reminiscences. As Denon wryly noted in a letter to the Due
de Cadore, superintendent general of the Crown, Rigo's divan portraits
"have no interest but for those persons who knew the sheikhs from
Egypt... .Although I know and esteem M. Rigo, I do not want to hide,
Monseigneur, the fact that these six objects are pure decoration."®" It
is tempting to disagree with Denon. From a historical perspective,
Rigo's paintings provide valuable documents to help gain an under
standing of the deeper truth underlying the political and cultural reality
of the Egyptian campaign. What makes the pictures so interesting to
study now, more than two hundred years after the fact, is that Rigo,
like the sheikhs of the divan, never quite managed to navigate the
treacherous waters between Egyptian resistance toWestern domination
and the imperatives of Napoleonic imperialism.

® Denon, Vcy^e, 2:202, cited after Denon, Travels, Aikin, tt, 2:201-0Z
Denon, Correspondanee, 2:968-(59, na 2806.

